First I would like to add my congratulations to Di Miskelly, Peter Flinn and their team for a remarkable and successful conference . There was general agreement among the delegates that it was "The best ever''! On my way home I had time for a brief ''Tourist interlude". On the Saturday after the conference I flew from Melbourne to Ayers Rock for a 22 hour visit. I had time to have a look at the desert {which was remarkably Ayers Rock-an inspiration for all. green!) , photograph the sunset, and after a short sleep I was up again to photograph the dawn . Both sunset and dawn were stunning but my photographs do not show the mysterious quality which surrounded each event. I cannot recall any other similar experience where I have been part of a crowd (and there were coach loads of witnesses of the dawn!) assembled to view one of nature's dramas. I have never seen dawn at Stonehenge but it must be similar in the air of expectancy but unlike Stonehenge the weather at "Uluru" (the traditional name for the rock) is usually favourable. I recalled some science fiction by Douglas Adams "The Restaurant at the End of the Universe". By the unlikely working of the "Improbability Drive" (nothing to do with the desire to make NIR analysis work!) tourists could be taken into the distant future to watch the final dramatic moments of the Universe.
After the dawn photography I had planned to make a quick assent of the Rock. As I drove round the Rock I was surprised to see that there was a line of trees coming down one of the less steep gradients. As I was considering how such a line of trees could survive, I realised that my first impression had been wrong. It was a line of people climbing the Rock! When I arrived at the climb I joined this line of hundreds of people apparently from all nations of the world . In order to make the climb less dangerous (and there have been fatal accidents) metal posts have been fixed to the rock and these hold a chain to provide a safe hand-hold and an aid for hauling oneself up the steeper gradients. It was hard work but there was a tremendous spirit among the climbers as we toiled up the incline (or slithered down) . People readily gave way to faster climbers, those coming down encouraged those going up "It is worth the effort-keep going", we added the same encouragement to those who were resting and there was always a hand ready to help anyone who slipped on the smooth rock. The compelling need to reach the top suggested to me that it could be seen as an allegory for Life as we struggle through Life's ups and downs. I thought if only we could see that we all have the same objective References in Life and act like this all the time what a better place the world would be. Then I realised that in the world of NIR this is how we are! Those that have been working for some time encourage the newcomers, there is always a more experienced worker ready to help someone having difficulties and we share a common drive in the belief that NIR analysis can be of benefit in an ever widening circle of applications.
I am very honoured to have been elected to the position of chairman elect of ICNIRS. I will do all I can to foster, and where ever possible to strengthen , the "Uluru" spirit among the world-wide NIR community. I hope we can continue to develop the tradition which has brought NIR analysis from obscurity to its present position where more and more scientists are recognising the potential offered by rapid and reliable analysis through NIR spectroscopy. I believe that ICNIRS has a vital role to play in holding on to the traditions of help and encouragement. This will not be easy as more and more people from ever more diverse disciplines join the NIR community. We all have much to learn and to give to each other and it must be worth the effort of listening and talking-as we did at NIR-94.
Tony Davies
